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Tanner: Progress and Sacrifice: Tampa Shipyard Workers in World War II

Progress and Sacrifice: Tampa Shipyard
Workers in World War I1
By Stacy Lynn Tanner

I

n the early morning hours of December 7, 1941, Japanese
planes born bed and strafed the harbor and airfields at Pearl
Harbor and on Ford Island. When the raid ended eight battleships, three cruisers, three destroyers, and almost 200 airplanes
had been destroyed and 2,400 American sailors were dead or dying
in the oily waters-and the United States was no longer an observer of the war that raged on three continents.
It was early afternoon when Floridians learned of the attack.
First alerted by a radio broadcasts that told of the attack in horrified tones, the news spread in a variety of ways, and most
Americans remember exactly what they were doing and how they
heard about Pearl Habor. Tampa native Pat Calderoni was only
nine years old in 1941. He remembered being on the porch of his
childhood home on Cass Street when a passing newspaper boy
called, "Extra! Extra! Read all about it!" Not having heard those
words before, he asked his father to explain what they meant and
soon was caught up in grown-up concerns about the meaning of
the attack and its consequences for the nation.'

Stacy Lynn Tanner is an instructor in the History Department at Georgia Southern
University in Statesboro, Georgia.
1. Interview with Pat Caleroni conducted by author on December 27, 2004,
Tampa, Florida, p.4. Page numbers refer to transcripts in Reichelt Program
for Oral History at Florida State University, Tallahassee, Florida. Page numbers refer to the transcript. Hereinafter, references will include last name
and transcript page number.
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Others heard the news on the radio or by word-of-mouth as
they engaged in their usual Sunday recreational activities or visited
with friends and family. Juanita Walker recollected hearing the
news on her radio shortly after her return from church on that
fateful Sunday afternoon. Lucile Olsen was at home in Antioch
when she heard the news on the radio, as did the rest of her famiI Y . ~Neva Stanley Todd, Lucile Olsen's mother, recalled the day:
Oh goodness, I remember that real well. My sister-in-law
and her husband were with us the morning that we got the
notice. You just couldn't believe it! That's all there was to
it. There is just no way of explaining it. How terrible it felt.
Itjust felt like tomorrow war was heading right for us. They
could come that far and do the damage they'd done. We
just felt like we didn't have a chance. I never have had such
a scare. It wasn't exactly a scare. I can't describe it. It was a
terrible feeling.3
The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor ended the American sense of
security and isolation that two oceans had provided. It is clear that
Todd recognized the changes a single morning had produced:
they felt vulnerable in ways that Americans had not experienced
since the founding of the republic.*
World War I1 transformed life for all Americans. The infusion
of' federal dollars for training, equipping and sustaining armies in
two separate theaters of war ended the depression that persisted
despite the best efforts of the federal and state governments to
return the nation to prosperity. The wartime manpower needs of
the military produced labor shortages in agriculture and industry
that led to greater mechanization of farms and job opportunities
for women and minorities in factories and mills. The war facilitat2.

Interview with Juanita Walker conducted by author January 16, 2005,
Zephyrhills, Florida, p. 2; interview with Lucile Olsen conducted by author on
December 29,2004, Brandon, Florida, p 2. Page numbers refer to transcripts
in Reichelt Program for Oral History at Florida State University, Tallahassee,
Florida. Page numbers refer to the transcript. Hereinafter, references will
include last name and transcript page number.
Interview with Neva Stanley Todd conducted by author, Brandon, Florida,
December 29, 2004, p 15. Page numbers refer to transcripts in Reichelt
Program for Oral History at Florida State University, Tallahassee, Florida.
Page numbers refer to the transcript. Hereinafter, references will include last
name and transcript page number.
Ibid.
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ed a massive permanent migration from the farms to the booming
cities, altered courtship and family life, and raised questions about
accepted hierarchies of race.
Tampans embraced the war in "a surge of patriotism" that united all Americans. The military presence at recently constructed
MacDill Air Field and in the revitalized shipbuilding industry constituted the two most important elements in Tampa's contribution
to the war effort. Both brought jobs to the unemployed and better
jobs to the ~nderemployed.~George B. Howell Jr. recalled the
enthusiasm with which men and women went to work as jobs
became available: "Even though the welders back then were making
$1.30 an hour, they thought that was wonderful. Coming out of the
~ shipyards in
Depression, just to have a job was ~ o n d e l f u l ! "The
particular brought desirable higher wages to the employable.'
Scholars have focused little attention on the Tampa shipyards,
perhaps because the shipbuilding industry did not remain as a vital
part of the city's economy after the war ended. Lewis N. Wynne and
CarolynJ. Barnes wrote the only work strictly about the Tampa ship
yards, directing their analysis to two controversies within Tampa
Shipbuilding Company: reorganization of the company under
George Howell and the "closed shop" labor policy of the yard.8
Wynne and Barnes also provided a general overview of the
development of McCloskey Company at Hooker's Point and the
impact of all of the shipyards on the Tampa economy. Their succinct description of the shipyards during World War I1 offered
insight into some of the logistics of the operations and the economic boom that the yards brought to the economy of the Tampa
Bay area.g
5.

6.

'7.
8.

9.

Gary Mormino, "World War 11" in Michael Gannon ed. The New Histoty of
M d a (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1996), 323, 328; "Higher
Paying Jobs, Other Reasons Cause Teachers to Resign." Tampa Murning
Tribune 10 September 1943.
Interview with George B. Howell Jr. conducted by author by telephone from
Statesboro, Georgia, July 8, 2006, p.4. Page numbers refer to transcripts in
Reichelt Program for Oral History at Florida State University, Tallahassee,
Florida. Page numbers refer to the transcript, Hereinafter, references will
include last name and transcript page number.
Gary Mormino, "World War 11,928; "Higher Paying Jobs, Other Reasons
Cause Teachers to Resign." Tampa Morning Tribune, 10 September 1943.
Lewis N. Wynne and Carolyn J. Banes, "Still They Sail: Shipbuilding in
Tampa during World War 11" in Lewis Wynne, ed. Hurida at War (St. Leo: St.
Leo College Press, 1993),p. 91-92.
Ibid, p. 9495, 103-104.
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Gary R. Mormino captured the larger impact of the war on this
area of Florida in his local history, Hillsborough County Goes to War:
Th&Home Front 1940-1950, in which he dedicated a portion of the
work to the shipyards of Tampa Bay. Using oral histories to gain a
worker's perspective, Morrnino described labor disputes, race and
gender relations in the Tampa Shipbuilding, McCloskey, BushnellLyons, and Tampa Marine shipyards.10
While Wynne and Barnes dealt with the logistical and economic history of the shipyards in Tampa and Mormino focused
on the labor history of the yards this study is a re-examination of
the social conditions of the workers. Work in the Tampa shipyards during World War I1 drew new workers into the labor market to meet the extraordinary demands of global warfare and
undermined accepted gender, racial, and social constructs without immediately overthrowing them. A close look at the Tampa
shipyards provides a window for understanding the shifts in working and living conditions and the changes in government policy
that continued to affect American life long after the wartime jobs
disappeared.
Tampa shipbuilding had its origins in World War I with Ernest
Kreher's establishment of the Tampa Shipbuilding and
Engineering Company in 1917. During the 1920s and 1930s, ship
building languished nationwide and revived in the late '30s as a
result of New Deal legislation, specifically the Merchant Marine
Act. Enacted by congress in 1936, the act was a "godsend," providing "a market for new ships . . .[and] a 'no lose' cost-plus incentive
for shipbuilders and operator^."^^ The Kehler family seized on the
opportunity to revitalize the company and quickly secured a Public
Works Administration loan to build a dry dock. A contract for four
cargo ships increased management hopes for a successful recovery
from the long depression in shipbuilding. In 1938, James Long,
the senior inspector for the Maritime Commission, predicted that
Tampa would have a permanent shipbuilding industry and pointetl to long-term company plans to build 500 cargo ships. However,
the Krehers proved better suited as shipbuilders than managers,
and the company was in serious financial trouble just two years
later. In 1940, George B. Howell, an up-and-coming local banker,
10. Gary R Morrnino. Hillsborough County Goes to War: The Home Fmnt, 19401950
(Tampa:Tampa Bay History Center, 2001), 54, 58,62-63.
1 1. Wynne and Barnes, 90.
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assumed the presidency of the Tampa Shipbuilding Company,
which was soon known simply as Tasco.12
Four Tampa shipyards received government contracts during
the war: Tasco, Bushnell-Lyons, Tampa Marine, and McCloskey.
Tasco, the largest company, built and repaired ships including
destroyer escorts, minesweepers, ammunition and cargo carriers,
and barges. All together, Tasco produced seventy-six ships and
repaired nearly 500. McCloskey and Co. initially made its mark
building twenty-four concrete cargo carriers, but as material
became more available this company converted it operation to
steel fabrication and completed nineteen steel cargo ships. Of the
two smaller firms, Bushnell-Lyons built barges, while Tampa
Marine produced tugboats.13
As the city and its citizens prepared to meet President Franklin
Roosevelt's challenge to make the United States "the great arsenal
of democracy," the Tampa Shipbuilding Company was facing transition problems associated with new leadership in addition to managing the hurdles of procurement of machines, tools, steel and labor
to meet the expected production demands. In the midst of the
scramble to acquire the needed resources and retool and train workers, Philadelphian Matthew McCloskey revealed his plans to build
the Hooker's Point yard, compounding the local labor crisis.14
Tasco President, George B. Howell and Matthew H.
McCloskey Jr., head of the Hooker's Point yard, were successful
businessmen before World War 11. Although McCloskey had been
engaged in other types of construction prior to the war, neither
man had been involved in shipbuilding. Like many of the workers
who worked at the shipyards, Howell and McCloskey brought different life and work experiences to the critical wartime industry.
A graduate of Cornell and veteran of the First World War,
George Howell moved to Tampa in 1922 from Ithaca, New York, to
work for the Exchange National Bank. He married Mary Trice
Clewis, the daughter of a prominent banker, and quickly became
a successful businessman and civic leader. Howell was a man
known for his boisterous laugh and congenial personality who
called everyone by their first names. He was named Outstanding
12. Wynne and Barnes, 90-91; Mormino, Hillsborough County Goes to War, 52;
"Tampa Company Launches Work on Two Vessels," St Petersburg Times, 24
September 1938.
13. Mormino, 52-54; Wynne and Barnes, 94.
14. Wynne and Barnes, 93.
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Tampan of the Year in 1937 for his efforts in securing Phillips Field
for the University of Tampa. Understandably, when government
officials came to the city seeking an experienced business leader to
take over the struggling Kehler shipyard, local leaders named
Howell as their choice for the position.15
When the Maritime Commission and the Reconstruction
Finance Corporation approached him with an offer to head the
firm, Howell took a leave of absence from Exchange National and
accepted the position as president of Tasco. Howell justified his
decision as a civic responsibility, believing that this industry was too
important to Tampa's economy to let it founder. Tampa
Shipbuilding Company filed a charter for the reorganization of
the company in November 1940 and, shortly thereafter, Howell
assumed the presidency of the Tasco yard. To assist him in the
operation of the company, he retained Philip Brill as vice-president and J. W. Gray as secretary-treasurer.16
In early 1941, Howell executed his plan to expand the production of the yard by adding two additional quays, and thereby
increased the number of ships that could be built concurrently. He
accomplished this expansion by coordinating a business deal with
Tampa Electric Company that added 800 feet to the company's
waterfront property. Building the new quays enabled Tasco to
compete with other shipbuilders for U. S. Navy contracts to constluct new ships; the older quays still operated under the U.S.
Maritime Commission contracts. In March of 1941, he announced
that the company had obtained a sufficient number of contracts to
keep the yard busy until 1944; similar statements assured the community of the vitality of the company each year that the nation was
at war. It was a promising time for Tampans with the city experiencing its best economy since the 1920s.17
Matthew H. McCloskey Jr., Howell's chief competitor in the
Tampa shipbuilding, had been a successful Philadelphia business-

15. "President of Tasco Completes 4h Year," Tampa Daily Times, 24 November
1944; Mormino, 52; Howell interview, p.3.
16. Mormino, 52; "Charter Filed for New Tampa Ship Company" 8 November
1940; "Howell Heads Reorganized Ship Company" 13 November 1940; and
"Howell Demands Tasco Vindication While Denying Ship Deal Charges," 11
December 1942, Tampa Daily Times.
17. 'Navy Awards $238,000 to Expand Yards," 29 March 1941; "Tampa Gets Big
Ship Contract," 9 December 1942; and "Tasco Has Contracts for Next Two
Years," 29 December 1943, Tampa Daily Times.
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man in the construction industry before relocating to Florida.
Recognizing an opening in the shipbuilding industry through the
substitution of concrete for steel, McCloskey began executing his
plans to build these ships in Tampa in June of 1942. With no time
to waste, he secured a $30,000,000 government contract to construct twenty-four concrete cargo vessels even before the construction of his shipyard began. In the same month that the company
announced the contract agreement, officials predicted that it
would take six weeks to complete the building of the facilities to be
located at Hooker's Point.
McCloskey saw opportunity in Tampa and the national shortage of steel. His concrete ships would use thirty percent less steel
than comparably sized steel ships and advances in the production
of the material during the interwar period promised a more effective concrete ship than those built during the First World War.
Only four shipyards engaged in concrete ship construction and, in
McCloskey's eyes, Tampa offered several advantages over his competitors. An open ship channel eased the launching of completed
ships, the nearby presence of Florida Portland Cement Company
provided the necessary construction materials, and the mild weather increased production days. Explaining that concrete production needed a frost-free environment, McCloskey noted that his
company could "work year round" in Tampa.18
By September of 1943 "changing war conditions" generated
rumors that concrete shipbuilding might be curbed. However, R.
L. Sanford, the regional director for the Maritime Commission,
reiterated that concrete cargo ships were always needed and that
contracts with McCloskey and Co. would not be cancelled.
Nevertheless, the company did alter its production, but not in the
way rumors had suggested. Those "changing war conditions"
made steel more readily available and affected production decisions in the nation's shipyards. In June 1944, with workers still
engaged in concrete construction, McCloskey received a contract
for eighteen steel coastal cargo ships-work that would keep
Hooker's Point shipbuilders busy until April of 1945.l9
--

18.

"TampaGets New Shipyard to Build Concrete Barges; 24 Cargo Vessels Will
Be Made for $30.000.000,"10 June 1942; and "Concrete Ships to be Built
Here as Experiment,"11June 1942, Tampa Daily Times; Mormino, 52-53.
19. Mormino, 101; "McCloskeyLaunches Three More Concrete Freighters,"28
September 1943; and "McCloskey Happy Over Contract," 10 June 1944,
Tampa Daily N e w
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When the second contract came through, McCloskey and Co.
still had six ships to build to complete the initial commitment for
concrete ships. Nevertheless, the company began preparations for
the transition to steel ships and established on-site training p r e
gnuns to provide Hooker's Point workers with the new skills they
needed to make the conversion. McCloskey guaranteed workers
positions if they undertook the retraining process. Two positions
greatly affected as a result of the conversion were those of welder
and carpenter. In the construction of concrete ships, the company employed 300 welders and 1200 carpenters, but conversion to
steel ships required 800 welders and only 800 carpenters. War
demands affected skilled laborers in unexpected ways as military
needs and the availibity of resources shifted over the course of the
conflict.20
On September 18, 1944, whistles halted work to allow workers to witness a nationally unprecedented triple keel laying at the
Hooker Point yard. At the ceremony, M. H. McCloskey offered
encouragement to his employees about the adjustments facing
the company and individual workers and motivated them to successful completion of the fifteen steel ships under contract.
Although the process had been underway for weeks, the keel-laying ceremony marked the official transition to steel construction
in the yard.21
By December of 1944 the transformation of the yard concluded with the last of the concrete ships launched and delivered to the
Maritime Commission. With the first contract complete, eleven
hulls for steel ships under construction and plans to lay the last
four in January of 1945, M.H. McCloskey reflected on the success
of' the concrete ships and the yard:
We feel proud that Florida from her soil has produced all
the aggregates for the concrete ships. We made the aggregates from Fuller's earth mined at Ellington, obtained the
sand from near here and the cement came from a Florida
establishment, the Florida Portland Cement Co. here in
Tampa. They truly are Florida ships.22
20. "McCloskeyStudies Steel Ship Plan,"3 June 1944; "McCloskeyHoldsJobs for
Workers," 31 July 1944; and "McCloskey Trains Workers for Shift to Steel
Ships"7 September 1944, Tampa Daily News.
21. "McCloskeyStage Triple Keel-laying," Tampa Daily News,18 September 1944.
22. "Last Concrete,"Tampa Daily News,12 December 1944.
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Four months later, McCloskey was fishing for additional government contracts, not ready to give up on a postwar shipbuildingprogram. Despite his optimistic expectations, by the time the second
contract was completed in July, the shipyard had already cut the
number of workers from a peak employment of 6,500 to 4,500.23
Much less is known about the two other shipyards in Tampa;
Tampa Marine and Bushnell-Lyons. Engaged in barge and tugboat
construction, these yards produced vital, but less glamorous vessels
and garnered little public attention. A reporter from the Tampa
Tribune described barge construction at the Bushnell-Lyonsyard and
conceded that in "boat-building there is nothing less romantic than a
barge." Although barges delivered supplies to areas not serviceable by
larger ships, and filled an important role in military operations, they
were easily dismissed for their mundane chores. As the reported
noted, barges did riot rate the ceremonious launching of other ships.
"When they launch one of the YC' Lighters," he wrote, "any girl who
happens to be handy can do the christening and the bottle may as well
be beer."24Apparently no crowds gathered when commissioning one
of these boats and the barges were not named, but numbered. The
larger shipyard launching5 received much more attention. Powerfd
figures in government and business attended the events and the
women who christened the larger ships were of regional and national
pro~ninence.~~
The Tribune reporter diimissively compared the boat
yard with that of the large shipyards and found little in common
between the smaller firms and Tasco or Hooker's Point.26
Women, of course, contributed much more to the war effort
than the breaking of champagne (or beer) bottles on the hulls of
newly completed military vessels. Women, like Ila Graves and Neva
Stanley Todd, left farms and homemaking to fill the jobs in heavy
industry. As "Rosie the Riveter" and "Wanda the Welder" women
donned coveralls and boots and took up riveting machines and
blowtorches to produce the planes, tanks, and ships that were so
critical to
Like their counterparts in other defense plants
23. "Hooker's Point May Remain Open After War Closes," Tampa Daily News, 3
May 1945.
24. Tampa Sunday Tribune, 17 January 1943; Mormino, 5455.
25. "7 Ships Sponsors Sport Orchids in 'Great Day,'" 7 December 1942; and
"Tasco's 2 8 Ship
~ Honors Late Engineer," 5 February 1944, Tampa Daily
Tim.
26. Tampa Sunday Tribune, 17 January 1943; Mormino, 5455.
27. For women in World War II, see Susan Hartman, The Hbm.$mt and Beyond:
American W m in the 1940s (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1982), Alice Kessler-
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This cartoon shows a painter from the Tasco Paint Department who demonstrates
his efforts to address the attack on Pearl Harbor. Image courtesy of the Tampa Bay
History Center.

many of the would-be shipbuilders had little experience in the
workplace, and others knew the industry only as the family members of shipyard workers who had been called to the military.
Harris, Out to Work (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982),Jacquelin Jones,
Labar of h e , Labor of S o m (New York: Basic Books, 1985). For more general
reading on the home front, see John Morton Blum, V Wasfm Victory. Politics and
American Culture during World War 17 (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1976); Richard Polenberg, War and Society: The United Stah, 19fl-1945(Westport,
Conn: Greenwood Press, 1972) and Michael C. C. Adams, The Bat War Ever:
America and World War 11 (Baltimore:Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994).
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Competition for workers in industries operating around the
clock to meet military demands created new opportunities for
women and minorities heretofore excluded from high-skill jobs,
but did not fundamentally change attitudes on race and gender.
Angel Rafion, a former mold loftsman at Tampa Marine, recalled,
"It's amazing to be able to imagine how they built those ships with
the people that we had to work with because they came from every
trade or occupation. Some of them were farmers. Some of them
were cigar makers. They didn't know anything about construction." The diversity of life and work experiences that the workers
brought to the yards presented personal challenges for individual
workers as well as yard supervisors who needed to develop teams of
specialized laborers as quickly as possible.28
Customarily unique to Tampa, but still within the southern
ethos and in line with labor union policy of the period, Latinos
such as Angel Rafion were more welcome to seek high-skill positions at the yards than African Americans. However, wartime labor
shortages elevated wages and work experiences for blacks too,
although they usually found positions in the shipyards as cooks
and unskilled helpers. Raiion remembered that Tampa Marine
employed some African Americans,just as the two larger shipyards
had. Local newspapers, which frequently reported the work
records of exceptional yard employees seldom recorded African
American efforts and accomplishments. Occasionally an article in
the shipyard newspaper featured a photograph that included one
or more black workers. However, the photo caption and the
accompanying article rarely detailed the accomplishments or news
of individual African Americans p h o t ~ g r a p h e d . ~ ~
One exception to the invisibility of African Americans found
in the Tascoxetteperpetuates racial stereotypes by focusing on social
conformity to work requirements rather than contributions to the
war effort. This article, published in the Tasco company newspaper featured William Lewis, an African American janitor. The arti28. Interview with Angel Raiion conducted by author, Tampa, Florida, 27
December 27. p. 20. Page numbers refer to transcripts in Reichelt Program
for Oral Histo~yat Florida State University, Tallahassee, Florida. Page numbers refer to the transcript. Hereinafter, references will include last name
and transcript page number.
29 Raiion interview, p. 6; Caption "Only 'Grade A' of Cafeteria is Serving Good
Foods,"Hook's Point Log,Vol.3 No. 3,17 February 1945;Wynne and Barnes,
97.
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cle, aimed at black workers, highlighted Lewis's promptness in carrying out his duties and lauded his excellent attendance record of
five years and nine months without absence, with the exception of
scheduled vacation. Although Lewis's sterling work record
deserved praise at a time when absenteeism represented a substantial problem for war industries generally, the article raises questions. Without his perfect attendance record, Lewis would not
have been profiled; perfect attendance, not Lewis was the subject
of the article and, no doubt, was intended to provide a model for
other black workers.30
Local and company newspapers were not alone in ignoring
African American's accomplishments and therefore their existence at shipyards. The skilled-labor unions active in Tampa
accepted white and Latino workers into membership, but excluded blacks, who more likely held unskilledjobs at the bottom of the
economic ladder. Typically, African Americans worked as janitors, cooks, helpers and learners, positions that were not unionized, and the only positions open to them. White women, on the
other hand, worked in all positions, were acknowledged and
praised in both local and shipyard newspapers, and were accepted
reluctantly into union membership--at least for the duration of
the war.31
Both single and married men and women worked at the ship
yards. As the labor demand increased, so did the tolerance for
married women working in high skilled labor. Although their
numbers were never proportionate to the population, in Tampa
women accounted for 1'7%of the workers at McCloskey and Tasco,
which was twice the national figure. While women took advantage
of the high wages at the shipyard, they also dealt with the double
burden of maintaining a household under trying condition^.^^
Shipyard workers hired at Hooker's Point and Tasco went
through an induction process at the yard's training center to orient them to the work environment and provide information about
available services. The Tasco new employees' pamphlet explained
the mission of the company as one that built ships for the nation's
30. "SteadyGait" Tascwtte, Vol. 3 No. 12, 30 March 1944.
31. Wynne and Barnes, 97-98; Mormino, 59, 61. Latino women received praise
less often than white women. African American women received little or no
acknowledgement in shipyard and local newspapers. Review of Taseoutte,
Hooker's Point Log, and Tampa and St. Petersburg newspapers from 19341946.
32. Mormino, 60-61.
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war effort and repaired ships for the U.S. Maritime Commission.
Following the mission statement, the pamphlet laid out the infrastructure of the yard and highlighted information about the city's
and the shipyard's resources-a thinly veiled effort to stem rampant absenteeism with as many support services as the company
thought feasible. Other items included in this pamphlet were
security, safety, payroll, automobile transportation and training
policies as well as war savings bond program and recreational service~.~~
Workers employed as helpers or learners and those already
trained in a trade typically started work following the induction
process. Others without the skills required for their employment
were sent to Tampa's Brewster Vocational School, which had been
established to meet the training needs associated with the military
buildup. The shipyards also frequently hired graduates from St.
Petersburg's Tomlinson Vocational School. Courses taught at the
vocational schools included sheet metal work, blue print reading,
shipfitting, pipefitting, slab assembly, and welding. Tasco also
advertised courses at the University of Tampa that were required
for those who sought advanced positions in engineering at the
yard."
Typically, the shipyards provided training free of charge, but
enrollment in the vocational courses did not include provisions for
wages unless the employee was on the Works Progress
Administration payroll. H.E. Spalding, Florida's Chief of research
and analysis for the U.S. Employment Service, spoke through local
newspapers to encourage the establishment of paid training programs in order to shift members of the workforce with dependents
to defense positions.35 The management at the McCloskey yard
apparently heeded the plea and launched a paid training program. In 1944, McCloskey paid welding trainees sixty-three cents
an hour to train at the shipyard. The transition from the construction of concrete to steel ships that the yard was going through dur33. Caption: "Will Be Welders," Hooker's Point Log, (Vol. 2 No. 22) 15 November
1944: "Welcome Letter,"Tampa Shipbuilding Company, Special Collections,
University of South Florida, Tampa.
34. Ibid. See also, "Vocational School Here Trains Additional Workers," St
Petenburg Times, 24 January 1943.
35. "Women Lifted from Ranks of WPA Get New Chance in Wartime Jobs," 4
November 1942; and "Women's Place is in the Home Called Seditious
Adage," 7 April 1943, Tampa Daily Times.
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ing this time period may have influenced the decision to pay
trainees in specialized areas.36
Both shipyards encouraged continued training. Tasco operated an onsite training department that supplied books and films on
shipbuilding. The Hooh's Point Log of the McCloskey shipyard
advertised the Engineering, Science and Management War
Training Program at the University of Tampa and sponsored by
the University of Florida for those ambitious workers who sought
higher wages and promotion to supervisory roles.37
Although shipyards trained workers to perform their jobs efficiently, accidents constituted a serious problem throughout the
war. The inherent dangers associated with shipbuilding, the rapid
work pace demanded by military contracts, and the long hours
employees routinely worked increased the number of job-related
injuries at all levels from scraps, burns, and bruises to loss of limbs
and death. In 1944, the Department of Labor and the National
Safety Council statistics showed that accidents caused a loss of work
hours forty times higher than that of strikes or walkouts. With a
nationwide death toll of 94,000 and 312,000,000 work hours lost,
worker safety continued to be a serious labor problem and an
inherent morale issue. Nevertheless, production took precedence
over safety and even basic safety practices were not instituted until
late in the war. The Maritime Commission did not mandate the
wearing of safety goggles until early 1945.38
Early on, Tasco established safety committees to improve the
working conditions at the yard and prevent accidents. The committees focused considerable attention on personal responsibility
for creating an accident-free work environment. The safety column of the company newspaper, Tascozette, offered a number of
suggestions for workers to ensure their individual safety on the job.
In addition, the newspaper advertised and recommended a radio
program that provided additional information about working with
mzichines safely.3g

36. "McCloskeyPays Learners," Tampa DaiEy Times, 16 October 1944.
37. "Welcome Letter," Tampa Shipbuilding Company, Tasco Collection;. "New
Courses Offer Men Opportunity" Hooker's Point Log, (Vol. 2 No. 18), 25
September 1944.
38. "Accidents in 1944 Cost Four Billion" Hooker's Point Log (Vol. 3 No. 4) 28
February 1945.
39. "Safety,"Tascozette (Volumel, No. 11) September 1942.
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Hooker's Point's management also promoted safety. The yard
implemented an incentive program to recognize safe work environments: the shop with the least (or no) lost time due to accidents received the company's Safety Pennant. In September of
1944, the management awarded the Fab Shop the pennant for the
second time and the yard newspaper recognized the members of
the shop for their safety recorda40
The Hook's Point Log frequently reported accident rates and
the cost of accidents in front page stories. Emphasizing company
efforts to stem accidents and outlining the measures workers could
take on behalf of their own safety, the McCloskey shipyard newspaper praised examples of safety and expressed disappointment
regarding the number of accidents that occurred at the yard. In
May of 1945, supervisors at the Hooker's Point yard recognized
labor's role in the yard's safety program and belatedly invited
union representatives to join with company management in solving safety problems. However, the company's invitation had little
impact; within a few months the Hooker's Point shipyard ceased

operation^.^^
More than sixty years after their employment in the shipyards,
workers recorded their memories of the dangers shipbuilding
posed. Ila Graves a former riveter helper at Tasco, remembered
an array of accidents, including the sight of individuals who lost
limbs and more mundane, but painful burns sustained while working with steel in the hot sun. She also recalled witnessing horrific
scenes as riveters fell to their deaths from their workspaces on the
sides of ships. Though most recognized the obvious dangers associated with employment in the shipyards, patriotism and the
opportunity to earn high wages overcame concerns for personal
safety for many Tampans who assumed the risks for the opportunity to work in the shipyards.42

40. Caption, "Setting a record," Hookm's Point Log (Volume 2 No.18) 25
September 1944.
41. Hooker's Point Log (Volume 3 No. 8) 30 April1945 and (Volume 3 No. 10) 31
May 1945.
42. Ila Graves intexview conducted by author at Zephyrhills, Florida, 15 January
2005, p. 113. Page numbers refer to transcripts in Reichelt Program for Oral
History at Florida State University, Tallahassee, Florida. Page numbers refer
to the transcript. Hereinafter, references will include last name and transcript page number.
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Local newspapers provide support for Graves' memory of the
dangers workers faced and the personal consequences of the accidents at the shipyard. In June of 1943, in what seemed to be the
routine task of changing a light bulb, Anthony Lala was electrocuted, leaving behind his wife, parents, and sibling. The loss of this
native son was not a singular event, as the local newspapers continued to report worker deaths throughout the war.43
W.L. Purvis of Tampa was another casualty of the dangerous
work at the shipyards. Purvis employed in the pickling plant, where
the metal was treated with acid to prevent rusting. In November
of 1941, he died as a result of the burns he experienced after he
fell into a vat of acid used to treat steel. Purvis left behind a wife, a
son, his father and two siblings.44
Not all accidents stemmed from worker or company negligence or the inherent nature of the job. Pranks, practical jokes
and roughhousing contributed to a number of injuries and drew
the attention of shipyard authorities. In June of 1943, police officers arrested three male welders at Tasco shipyard for malicious
mischief. Local newspapers followed the case of the three men
who had damaged shipyard electrical equipment as the result of a
joke played on their fellow workers. The men ultimately paid fines
for their thoughtless behavior, which local newspapers termed
horseplay and pranks. Company officials prosecuted the case as an
example to other workers and declared in late June that the arrests
had eliminated "monkeyshines" at the yard.45 Hooker's Point
supervisors also took strong action against practical jokes and
horseplay after a serious accident resulted from a prank. The company announced that employees would be fired on the first offense
for such horseplay, and the shipyard newspaper reported that the
management discharged three men in November of 1944 because
of their involvement in the accident. 46 Work-related tensions and
the pressures of living in a war economy that adversely affected living conditions encouraged release through horseplay. Shipyard
43. "Tasco Welder, 29, Is Electrocuted Changing a Light Bulb," Tampa Daily
T i m , 26 June 1943.
44. "Fall Into Acid Vat at Shipyard Fatal," Tampa Daily Times, 24 November 1941.
45. "TascoWelders Accused of Pranks at Big Shipyard,"l2June 11943; "2 Tasco
Workers Plead Guilty to Mischief Charges,"21 June 1943; "TascoMan Fined
in Campaign to End Horseplay,"22 June 1943; and "Shipyard Prank Charge
Brings Another Fine,"28 June 1943, Tampa Daily Times..
46. "Horseplayis Out for the Duration,"Hooker'sPoint Log30 November 1944.
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managers addressed the problem by instituting serious penal ties
and communicating with workers through the company newspaper.
Communication between the management and workers
included discussions about social problems associated with the war
economy and the effects on home and family life. Indeed, the
local and company newspapers provide an important source for
understanding the lives of workers in this period as they grappled
with transportation, housing, childcare, and recreation in wartime
Tampa.
Transportation issues were of obvious concern for workers and
the company paper frequently printed information and suggestions to aid commuters. One article discussed the dangers of what
seemed like the simple task of parking a car. Apparently some
workers sped around the crowded lot looking for parking spots
and posed a serious danger to pedestrians walking to the shipyard
gates. The frightened expressions of pedestrians who experienced
a near miss were described as a look that meant, "don't hit me I
gotta wife and kids."47 If Tasco managers saw the parking problem
as a pedestrian hazard that common courtesy could alleviate, workers saw the situation differently. An anonymous article in the
Tascozette only a month later presented the parking problem from
the perspective of workers who faced daily obstacles in their travel
to the job. The writer acknowledged that many workers traveled
by trolley or bus, but emphasized that hundreds carpooled to work
and for them the crowded parking lot represented another of the
many problems they encountered in their daily commute."
Parking, some would say, was the least of workers' transportation frustrations. George B. Howell Jr. remembered, "You couldn't buy tires. If you got a flat you had to patch [it] because you
couldn't buy a new one. Everyone had tire problems."4g As a
teenager, Howell Jr. volunteered at a filling station where his chief
responsibility was repairing "tire problems." With the rationing of
tires and gasoline and the mounting number of workers at the
yards, transportation became more and more difficult. Finding
tires that fit their vehicles became a challenge for all Tampans as
the war progressed. By February of 1942, shipyards found it neces47.

"Scram Everybody,"Tascozette (Volume 1 No. 11) September, 1942.
"ParkingSpace Needed," Tmcorette (Volumen 1, No. 12) 15 October 1942.
49. Howell Jr. interview, p.7.
48.
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sary to install fencing around company parking lots and hire parking watchmen to protect cars from the "modern version of the
horse thief," who stole the highly sought after tires.sO
The critical importance of their jobs to the war effort earned
special privileges for shipyard workers, including extra gasoline
rations. Tasco officials worried that employees would abuse their
privilege and warned them to use their extra ration of gasoline
wisely and only for their trips to the yards. Workers apparently
appealed to their supervisors for additional rations or privileges
because shipyard managers took steps to inform their workers that
employers had no hand in issuing ration book issue and no power
to change a worker's ration unless a change in residence altered
the mileage to and from the shipyard, o; if an error had been
made.51
Workers extended their gasoline rations by organizing and
joining carpools to provide transportation to the yards. Company
newspapers facilitated the practice with advertisements for ride
sharing partners. Neva Stanley Todd joined a carpool with five to
seven other workers after she obtained a job at M c C l ~ s k e ~ . ~ ~
Before she became a member of the carpool, Todd rode the streetcar, a very time-consuming process that involved at least one transfer of cars. Angel Raiion also carpooled when he could catch a
ride to his job as mold loftsman at Tampa Marine. City officials
cooperated to facilitate -c
flow for the packed automobiles
through improvements to the streets and routes workers that
reduced mileage and saved gasoline and tire-wear for harried drivers. In 1942, the city began a road construction project to create a
short cut for shipyard workers.53
The lack of new tires, parts to correct mechanical problems,
and mechanics to make repairs increasingly factored into transportation decisions as the war continued year after year. Toward
the end of the war, Americans junked 4,000 automobiles a day, as
drivers abandoned their cars due to poor maintenance. The
Hooker's Point newspaper warned workers about the importance
50. "Modem Vigilante: Tampa shipyard Workers Act to Guard Tires." Tampa
Daily Times, 19 Februaryl942; Howell Jr. interview, p.7.
51. "Warningto Car Owners," Tascozette (Volume 2, No. 3) 4 Decemberl942.
52. "Ride Exchange," Tmcorette (Volume 1, No. 8) June 1942; Todd interview,
p.17-18.
53. Todd interview, p. 17-18; Raiion interview, p. 8; "Cost Increases for Short Cut
to Shipyards," Tampa Daily News, 20 July 1942.
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of car maintenance, but could offer no assistance in obtaining
parts for automobiles. The effect of car breakdowns disrupted the
entire transportation system as it increased the already large number of people who traveled on overcrowded public transportat i ~ n . ~ ~
Overcrowding also affected housing in the Tampa area, and
indeed, the problems of housing and transportation were connected in interesting ways. In the end both problems required personal adjustments as well as planning and financial commitments by
the shipyards and all levels of government. Although some workers were native Tampans, many of the men and women who
worked the shipyards migrated from farms and other Florida cities
to acquire defense jobs and better lives for themselves and their
families. City government officials and shipyard management
cooperated to make housing, transportation, and family services
accessible to workers. This surely eased the compromises that
workers made in order to work for the shipyards. However, it is
often difficult to gauge just how shipyard workers and their families felt about the changes occurring in their lives and community
throughout the war.
By 1943, city, state and federal government officials sought to
alleviate the Tampa problem by housing workers in St. Petersburg.
Initially reluctant to rent property to defense workers because they
hoped for a more profitable tourist season, St. Petersburg landlords eventually provided rooms, apartments and houses for many
shipyard workers and their families. The utilization of housing in
St. Pete involved considerable transportation planning. Bus schedules were expanded to meet the needs of the workers employed on
different shifts and at various yards.55 While adjusting the bus services was a local affair, the purchasing of the toll bridges in the area
incorporated the efforts of officials on various levels of government. With the cooperation of federal, state and local government,
the Gandy Bridge was purchased and tolls were eliminated
enabling commuters from St. Petersburg to Tampa's shipyards to
travel less expensively. The housing and transportation of workers

54. "SaveYour Car, Drivers Are Warnedn Hooker's Point Log (Volume 3, No. l l ) ,
17 June 1945.
55. "St Petersburg to Shipyard Bus Service Set Up," 26 June1943; "St. Pete Bus
Service to Relieve House Shortage Here," 25 June 1943; "New Bus Schedule
for War Workers Near Completion,"28 June 1943, Tampa Daily Times.
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were inherently connected because of the shortage of housing in
the city of Tampa.56
From the outset, various local and federal agencies played
important roles in dealing with housing shortages. Tampa Homes
Registration Service was one of the first agencies established to
address the housing needs of defense workers. This agency served
workers by finding available housing for newcomers. Later the War
Productions Board became involved in efforts to construct new
homes by providing final approval for the allocation of scarce
building materials. Finally, the Office of Price Administration, or
OPA, aided in resolving tenant and landlord problems for those
already rented properties.57
The shipyard newspapers advertised house sharing as well as
ride sharing. With a critical need to house more and more people
in Tampa for work at the shipyards advertisements for rooms,
apartments and houses for rent also appeared in local newspapers.
City off~cials
worked together to open a segregated trailer park and
a whites-only housing project called Maritime Homes to ease the
desperate housing situation that evolved during the war. Black
workers faced even more dBcult prospects of finding adequate
housing and, as one observer noted "even the desperate need for
emergency housing was not sufficient cause to ease the rigors of
segregation."58
In September of 1942, as complaints against price-gouging
landlords increased, authorities established rent ceilings at March
lStprices. The OPA rent control office established fines for landlords who failed to follow the rent control policy. Procedures for
tenants who wished to sue their landlord were in place by late 1942
and tenants reported 300 cases to the OPA rent control office,
although OPA ofice prosecuted only a fraction of the cases.59

56. "Federal,State Action to Free Bridges Sought,"St Petasburg Times,25 February
1943; Mormino, 68-69.
57. "Welcomeletter,"Tampa Shipbuilding Company; Mormino, 69.
58. Classified Advertisements19 December 1942 and "TrailerPark Homes Will be
Opened Monday" 13 January 1943, Tampa Daily Naus; "Free Ads," Tmcozette
(Volume 2, No. 4) 24 December 1942; "By the Ways" (Volume 2, No. 23)
November 30,1944, "Newhomes being built for workers" (Volume 2, No. 18)
25 September 1944, and "HousingAvailable in Project"(Vo1ume3, No. 10) 31
May 1945, Hooker's Point Log.
59. "Charges are Filed by 300 Tenants Against Landlords," 24 November 1942.
Tampa Daily News.
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The OPA amended its rent regulations to encourage more
homeowners to rent extra rooms and alleviate the shortage of
housing.60 And individual homeowners soon came under pressure
to help relieve the housing crunch. Trenton C. Collins, the director of the Tampa-St. Petersburg Housing Center, expressed his disapproval of Tampans who had unused space and who had not
cooperated with government housing officials by renting their
spare bedrooms. In April of 1943he asserted that there were still a
number of Tampans who had not rented vacant rooms and he
urged them to make the space available to war workers even if they
[the homeowners] were not in need of extra income.61
The shortage of housing was so desperate that condemned
buildings in Ybor City, West Tampa, and the Scott-Central Avenue
district were spared demolition to provide rooms for war workers.
The director of the Tampa Housing Authority went on record stating that the "war housing shortage made it impossible to comply
with a mandatory provisions of the United States Housing Act that
one slum unit be torn down for each low-rent housing unit erected under its terms," and the Federal Housing Administration
extended the demolition date for Tampa's
In January of 1943, Trailer Park Homes opened to house ship
yard workers. The new community located in Tampa Municipal
Park contained 400 trailer units. Individual units with either two or
three bedrooms and a range and oven for cooking rented for
about thirty dollars. However, bathing and laundry facilities were
provided in separate community trailers, an inconvenience many
found in t ~ l e r a b l e . ~ ~
While the units eased the housing shortage, tenants were far
from happy with their dwellings. An investigation made by
Tampa's labor leaders and housing officials into the conditions of
the war housing project showed that tenants lived in unsanitary
conditions. As a result of inadequate services, garbage piled up
and insects became a constant problem. Parents complained that
60. "OPA Will Allow Home Owners to Evict Roomers," Tampa Daily News, 8
January 1943
61. "TampansChided for Indifference to Housing Problem," Tampa Daily News, 5
April 1943.
62. "Condemned Tampa Slums Will Stand for Duration as Result of Continued
Housing Crisis, Says Dyer," Tampa Daily Times.
63. "Trailer Park Homes Will Be Opened Monday," Tampa Daily Times, 17
January 1943; Mormino, 70.
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children had no clean place to play, an unhealthy situation that
many believed contributed to outbreaks of childhood illnesses.
Residents chafed under taunts of "white trash" leveled by critics of
the trailer park and its inhabitants, and many would-be tenants
avoided the park entirely, preferring to compete for housing that
may have been no better than the controversial trailers.64
"There was very little house building, you know, new home
type, individual homes or private homes going in because lumber
was hard to get. Everybodyjust kind of did what they could do with
what they had because nothing was vely plentiful,"65George B.
Howell, Jr. recalled. One exception to the slump in new home
building was the development called Maritime Homes, a housing
project built by the Maritime Commission for the workers at the
McCloskey shipyard. This housing project with 600 homes had
2,500 residents in May of 1945. The Maritime Homes community
provided nearly all the services residents needed to maintain a
home including a grocery store, barber and beauty shops, church
services, recreational opportunities for children and adults and a
childcare facility. In addition, city resident services such as dry
cleaning and milk deliveries were a ~ a i l a b l e . ~ ~
With its own infrastructure that provided a multitude of services and a prime location close to the shipyard, Maritime Homes
was the premier housing development for shipyard workers. As the
war wound down, McCloskey's hopes for continuing the shipyard
business in the postwar era were evident in housing advertisements
published in the Hook's Point Log. During the summer of 1945,
the company encouraged shipyard workers to rent vacated homes
before returning soldiers took advantage of the opportunity.67
Throughout the war, government officials sought to build new
homes in Tampa to solve the housing shortage, but the lack of construction materials and a cumbersome approval process slowed
efforts to alleviate the strain. Government housing officials and the
federal resource allocation committees struggled to prioritize conflicting demands for scarce building materials. The need for new
64. "Trailer Park Housewives Fill Labor's Ear With Their Gripesw Tampa Daily
News, 23 December 1943; Mormino, 70.
65. Howell interview, p.9.
66. "HousingAvailable in Project,"Hooker'sPoint Log (Volume 3,No. 10) 31 May
1945; Mormino, 70.
67. "Get Living Quarters,"Hoolter'sPoint Log (Volume 3, No. 11) 17 June 1945:
Mormino, 70-71.
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housing for defense workers had to be balanced against military
demands for essential war materials. The compromises made in
the name of national defense affected Tampa beyond the immediate crisis. A trailer park community, rental of rooms in private
homes, and some temporary and new homes built to house workers provided part of the housing solution. However, St. Petersburg
remained an important component of the answer to Tampa's overcrowding. St. Petersburg's existing rental homes served the needs
of shipyard workers because government officials acted to accommodate workers' transportation needs and make those houses
acce~sible.~~
While housing shortages and transportation problems receive
considerable attention in histories of the American home front,
the personal accommodations that families made often remain
unnoticed. Recent efforts to record oral histories of ordinary people have made the stories and memories of the men and women
who worked in the defense plants more accessible. In the process,
social and cultural historians have gained a new understanding
family dynamics, social interaction and personal sacrifices. The six
oral histories that inform this article are examples of the experiences of many of Tampa's shipyard workers.
Prior to World War I1 Neva Stanley Todd lived on an Antioch
farm with her husband and three children. Todd's family moved
to Tampa when she decided to take a position at the McCloskey
shipyard. Although her children were older, in school, and able to
take care of themselves by the time the family moved, her youngest
child had special needs that the family had to accommodate.
Diagnosed with polio at the age of five, he suffered temporary
paralysis and ultimately lost full use of one leg. With no social services available to assist in the care of the child, Todd's daughter and
middle child, Lucile, attended to his needs while her mother
worked long shifts at the shipyard.69 Lucile assumed much of the

68. "New War Housing Rules Announced by WPB and NHA," December 16,
1942. "Trailer Park Homes Will Be Opened Monday,"January 17, 1943.
"Tampans Chided for Indifference to Housing Problem," April 5, 1943,
"AdditionalHousing Not Planned Herew2 September 1944, "TampaWorkers
Find Homes in St. Petersburg," 20 December 1943, and "Moves Will Ease
Housing Shortage,"9 May 1944, Tampa Daily Tinaes; "NHA Authorizes 150
New Homes for This City,"St Petersburg T i m 26 May 1945; "MaritimeHomes
Filled,"Hook's Point Log 30 Decernbe~-1944.
69. Todd interview, p. 9, 16; Olsen interview, p. 4-5.
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Ila Graves and second husband J. L. Messer, 1946. Courtesy of Juanita Walkerfamily
collection.

housework while her mother was away, and recalled wishing that
her mother could be home with her and her little brother like
other mothers were. However, she was old enough to understand
the sacrifices that her mother was making for the family and
accepted her role as homemaker and caregiver in the family.70
The Todd family dynamics were more complicated than
Lucile's wishes and Neva Todd's work schedule suggested. Todd's
husband also was very ill and could not work, and Neva had s u p
ported the family for years prior to moving to Tampa. However,
employment at the shipyard soon became a family affair when
Lucile's older brother took a welding job at Tasco and her father's
health improved enough for him to accept a less strenuous position as a timekeeper at McCloskey. For the Todd family employment at the shipyards provided steady income and no doubt
improved their difficult situation. Moreover, building ships linked
the family to their oldest son and brother, who, like many young
Nevertheless, daughters
Floridians, served in the U. S.
70. Olsen interview, p. 6-8.
71. Todd interview, p. 9, 161'7,21.
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often paid a high price for the employment opportunities of their
parents and older siblings. Like Lucile, they assumed adult household duties and provided care for younger children in the family.
Juanita Walker told a story very similar to that of Lucile Olsen.
Juanita's father died when she was three years old, and as a matter
of necessity, her mother, Ila Graves, worked outside the home following her father's death. When the war broke out, Ila moved her
family moved from Bradenton to Tampa and went to work in the
shipyards.72
Walker was also a middle child whose older brother went into
the navy during the war. With her mother away for long hours of
the day, Juanita assumed responsibility for the family's household
chores and took care of her younger brother until he was able to
take care of himself toward the end of the war. Juanita had learned
to cook when she was six years old. Therefore, it was not surprising
that as a young teenager during the war years, she prepared the
meals for the family.7s
Taking care of the house and cooking were not new responsibilities for Juanita since her widowed mother had worked before
the war, but shopping with ration books posed a new challenge for
her. She remembered how carefully she shopped to make the most
of the ration coupons for her family's meals. Juanita also worked
in her school's victory garden and stretched the family food budget with fresh vegetables from the garden.74
Twelve-year-old Lynn Watkins faced a similar situation. In a
special feature story, the Sunday Tribune reported that young
Watkins took over the preparation of the family meals when her
parents and older brother went to work at the shipyard. With one
brother in the service and the rest of the family working different
shifts, Lynn took up weekly cooking classes with the Girl Scouts
and soon assumed responsibility for the shopping, planning,
preparation, and clean-up for all of the family's meals. One hundred girls enrolled in the cooking class, which suggested that other
young women like Lucile, Juanita and Lynn took on household
responsibilities sooner than expected.75

72. Walker interview, p. 3,5.
73. Ibid, p. 5-6.
74. Ibid, p. 2,6.
75. Ibid, p. 5; Olsen interview, p. 1; "She's a Girl Scout:Tampan, 12, Runs Home
for Family Working at the Shipyard," Tampa Sunday Tribune 1 August 1943.
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Communities across the nation organized child care programs
to provide relief for the mothers who heeded the nation's call for
women to fill the critical need in war plants. With the passage of
the Lanharn Act in 1943, the federal government provided funding for nursery school teachers for the children of defense workers. Woefully inadequate relative to the need, some 4,300
communities established centers across the nation. In Tampa
childcare facilities were established as neighborhood schools and
by the summer of 1943, Tampa had six in operation and two additional schools planned.76
Cooperation by local civic, defense and government agencies
including the school board made the school-age child care program possible. Four before-and-after-school programs had opened
at local schools by September of 1943 and planning was underway
for additional locations. The programs selviced school-children
between the ages of six and fourteen and the workers' schedules of
the majority of parents utilizing the programs set the hours of
operation. For many reasons, most female defense worken with
children did not participate in these government-sponsored programs but found care for their children with neighbors and family
members.77
The sons of defense industry workers also experienced a radical change in their lives as war news and parents' work schedules
reshaped their lives. George B. Howell Jr., a child from a more
privileged background than Walker, Olsen or Lynn, experienced
changes in his daily life as a wartime high school student. Once his
father assumed the presidency of Tasco, he rarely made it to the
dinner table. Howell Sr. traveled extensively on business to
Washington D.C. and New York to secure contracts and financing
for the yard. When Howell Jr's older brother Clewis entered the
Navy and his grandfather passed away, the younger son found himself the man of the house with responsibilities analogous with the
title. However, Howell Jr. remembered occasional movies and

76. "DayNurseries Relieve War-working Mothers of Worries About Their Child's
Care," Tampa Daily Times, 23 July 1943; Mary Martha Thomas, Riveting and
Ratirming in Dzxk: Alabama women and the Second World War (Tuscaloosa:
University of Alabama Press, 1987), 67-71.
77. "Tampa Schools to Have Child Care Program," Tampa Sunday Tribune, 26
Septemberl943; "5 Tampa Women Carrying Torch -Not of Heart," Tampa
Daily Times, 22 August 1944.
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dances sponsored by his high school and the community when he
recalled the war years. 78
Life away from the job for defense workers took on a dreary
sameness. Angel Raiion, who sometimes worked seventy hours a
week at Tampa Marine, recalled, "My life was pretty much going
from home to work and back home. Like I say, there was not much
to do. Got to the movies when you had time, but most of the time
it was work or sleep,"79 New Stanley Todd remembered her
exhaustion after working and taking care of the needs of her family. She recalled, "The only entertainment I had at that time, when
I was working the day shift or night shift either, was when all the
neighborhood kids stayed at my house. That was my entertainment."" But she also remembered that fellow shipyard workers
came to her house to do their laundry and enjoy a meal on their
Sundays off. On the subject of visiting with friends she summed
her thoughts up simply, "When you've worked all day and taken
care of what you have to take care of at home, you didn't care to
go out and visit."81The nation's vital need for the war ships and
work and family responsibilities left little time for recreation and
entertainment for shipyard workers, although Todd admitted that,
late in the war, she managed to go to the Tampa Theater.82
Todd was a married woman during the war, but Ila Graves was
a relatively young widow. Although Graves declined to discuss the
courtship, she married a widower, J.L. Messer in April of 1946.
Messer was a fellow Tasco worker, whom Graves met while working
at the yards. As previously mentioned, Angel Raiion's schedule did
not allow for much time for the luxury of dating.85 But, many
Tampans were dating, dancing and drinking, activities that company and municipal officials viewed warily.84
Local police worked closely with the military officials at MacDill
and Drew Fields in a coordinated effort to control vice and venereal disease in Tampa. As a result, a number of women were arrested
for illicit sexual activities, and some were reportedly the wives of
shipyard workers. Dawn Truax studied Tampa's wartime prostitu78. Howell interview, p.5,6,8. During the last days of the war, George B. Howell
Jr. was inducted into the Army Air Corps.
79. Raiion interview, p. 7, 13.
80. Todd interview, p. 28.
81. Ibid, p. 30.
82. Ibid, p. 29.
83. Todd interview, p.36; Graves interview, p. 10; Raiion interview, p.13.
84. Morrnino, 59.
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tion history and suggested that the focus of the anti-prostitution
campaign--control over venereal disease and vice-made women
targets for arrest and seldom resulted in the arrest of men.85
Gambling was a form of recreation that caused some problems
for the yards. Pat Calderoni recalled that his brother, who worked
at Tasco, held card games on the weekends at their home in
Tampa. For the most part, such activities attracted little attention,
However, gambling occasionally invited intervention by the city's
police department. In July of 1944, a local newspaper reported that
five shipyard workers were arrested for shooting craps outside the
shipyard gate. Fortunately for the five men, the arresting officer
could not identlfjr which workers were engaged in the dice game,
and the case was dismissed.86 Certainly for Todd, Graves, and prob
ably for many other shipyard workers who generally were mothers,
fathers, widows, and widowers with family responsibilities, and who
were often solidly grounded in their faith, the problems of vice and
venereal disease had no influence on their lives or their memories
of the war. Many other forms of entertainment and recreation were
available for those who preferred other outlets.
In order to improve morale and to prevent social problems that
accompanied more risque recreation, the shipyards encouraged
team and club activities. Some workers played on the bowling, softball, and basketball leagues organized by the Tasco and McCloskey
yards. McCloskey's management believed recreation improved productivity and morale and encouraged Hooker's Point workers to
take time for recreation, whether it was physical exercise or just a
night out. Workers paid on an hourly basis earned vacations, but
the management required the individual worker to apply for the
days earned. Some workers forfeited their vacations either by
choice or by forgetting to apply for them, and the HoolzerS Point Log
published reminders to encourage workers' to apply for their vacation days. Thus, time off was, at least superficially, encouraged by
the management as evidenced in the publication of rerninden8'
85. Dawn Truax, "Victory Girls and Social Protection in World War I1 Tamps,"in
Lewis N. Wynne, ed. Etolida at War (St. Leo: St. Leo College Press, 1993), 3@31.
86. Calderoni interview, p. 5-6; "EveryoneJust Kibitzed at Shipyard Crap
Game," Tampa Daily NEWS,
28 July 1944.
87. "Recreation Necessary"(Vo1ume3, No. 11) 17 June 1945, "Don't Lose Your
Vacationn (Volume 3, No. 3) 17 February 1945, and "Association Seeks
Recreation Ideas" "Our Best Bowlers" "VolleyballNext" "Call for Basketball"
(Volume 2, No. 19) 30 September 1944, Hooker's Point Log; "Sport"Tascuzette
(Volume 1, No. 8) June, 1942.
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At the McCloskey yards, an athletic association solicited suggestions for organizing competitive sport teams. Shipyard workers
played on teams that competed against other shipyards in the War
Industries League and against teams such as those at MacDill Army
Air Base in the Air Force-Shipyards League. In addition, teams
were formed among co-workers in the larger sections for intramural competition. The sports schedules ran seasonally and leagues
within the shipyard were nearly always segregated by gender. The
shipyard newspapers commonly referred to the female teams as
the "girls' teams" regardless of the sport, while the male teams
were termed "men's teamsns8
At least two of McCloskey shipyard's women's sports teams performed exceptionally well. The women's basketball team outplayed the men in the city league games of 1945. The women won
all of their games, while the men had lost four straight games. In
1944, the women's softball team at McCloskey won the State
Championship. The yard paid for the transportation expenses to
send the women to the competitions.8g
Basketball, softball, and bowling were not the only organized
sports at the shipyard. Over time, Tasco's management established a swimming club and a fencing club for the workers. Other
recreational activities sponsored by the shipyard included volleyball, tennis, and badminton. At McCloskey, tennis, golf and even
boxing evolved into organized teams in response to worker intere~t.~*
The Tasco management created a radio program for the
entertainment of the workers. Recordings offered by RCA specifically for shipyards and other industries played from the public
address studio of the Morale Department of the yard. Originally a
noon hour program, in October of 1944, the radio extended its
88. "Weldem Win Race in Bowling Leaguew(Volume 2, No. 18) 25 September
1944, and 'Yard Bowling Team Meets Plant Park* (Volume 3, No.3) 17
February 1945 H w h ' s Point Log, "18 Softball Teams Finish Second Roundw
(Volume 1, No. 8) June 1942, and "Men's Bowling League" (Volume 4, No.
6) 28 September 1944, Tascozetta.
89. "Girls First Half Winners in League" (Volume 3, No. 3) 17 February 1945, and
"Girls Bring Home Another Trophy" (Volume 2, No. 18) 25 September 1944
Hooker's Point Log, Monnino, 56.
90. "Swimming Club Meets Every Tuesday" Tascozette (Volumel, No. 8 ) June,
1942; "Basketball, Boxing Next on Sports Listw (Volume 2, No. 18) 25
Septemberl944, and "Association Sponsors New Teamsw(Volume 2, No. 15)
23June1944, Hooker's Point Log.
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programming beyond this hour and included employee-requested
songs. The worker's department clerk submitted the requested
songs on behalf of the indi~idual?~
Shipyard workers also participated in a variety of contests as
recognition programs overlapped recreational or entertainment
programs. Most workers participated in the contests to reduce
absenteeism by simply going to work. Others purchased extra war
bonds when the management conducted contests during bond
drives. Work skills contests were common in both yards as motivation for efficiency. 92
The beauty contest that the McCloskey yard sponsored tapped
into regional and national contests. Sixteen women were chosen to
compete for the chance to be one of four finalists in the yard's
competition. The winne~represented the Hooker's Point yard at
the Queens of Southeastern yard contest that took place in
Savannah, Georgia. The Georgia winner moved on to the
Concrete Ship Constructors' yard competition in National City,
Calif~rnia?~
In July 1943, the Tampa Daib Times was on hand to report the
early plans for another entertainment opportunity-the presentation of a talent revue. Tasco employees conducted a revue that
consisted of a choral ensemble and dance company. The company's workers constituted the sole participants in the show.'*
The greatest attention focused on contests that highlighted
the work skills of shipyard employees and patriotic activities of the
companies. The Hooker's Point Yard held a welding competition,
which began in January of 1945. The competition culminated with
the finals held on March 17, 1945. Opal Martin won the women's
competition and W.H. Cromer won the men's title. In addition to
the chance to compete with welders from other yards and recogni91. "Music Recordings from RCA Industrial Music Records," Tuscozetta (Volume
4, No. 6) 28 September 1944.
92. "Tasco Workers Fight Absenteeism," (Volume 2, No. 4) 24 December 1942,
and "Can Tasco Beat This Riveting Record?" (Volume 1, No. 8) June 1942,
Tmcozetle, "Five Yard Teams Open Drive to Put Sixth War Loan Over Topn
(Volume 2, No. 22) 16 November 1944, and "High Scores Are Made in
Contestn (Volume 3, No. 6) 31 March 1945, Hooker's Point Log.
93. Caption, "They Close the Contest" Hooker's Point Log (Volume 2, No. 24) 30
December 1944. No information regarding the outcome of the beauty contest
is known to exist.
94. "Tasco Workers Plan Revue for August 2," Tampa Daily News, 19 July 1943;
Mormino, 56.
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tion in the shipyard's newspaper, Martin's reward also included
the opportunity to sponsor a ship.95
In November of 1944, the McCloskey yard announced the
opening of the Sixth War Bond drive and a team competition to
enhance bond purchasing. The shipyard workers divided into five
teams by departments with assigned quotas. Each team worked to
surpass its assigned quota in order to meet the yard's goal of
$500,000.00.The winning team sent two team members to the
presentation ceremony to accept the Maritime Commission "M"
Award on behalf of the shipyard workers.96
The most prestigious awards recognized nationally and locally
were the Navy "E* award and Maritime "M" award. Tampa Marine
received the first Navy "E" awarded in Florida in April of 1944. Tasco
was awarded the Navy "E" award in June of 1944 for the exceptional
production of ships. All individuals working at the yard during the
period of recognition earned pins, while the shipyard earned the
right to fly the Navy " E pennant at the yard. The Hooker's Point yard
received the Maritime "M"Award and the Treasury Department's "T*
flag in January of 1945. The Maritime Commission awarded a Victory
Fleet flag to the shipyard and merit badges to employees. The ship
yard workers' contributions during the Sixth War Loan campaign
resulted in the Treasury "T"award?'
As the war wound down, everyone recognized that the return
of peace would reduce the demand for ships, but most thought
shipbuilding had gained a permanent foothold in the Tampa
economy. It was expected that in peacetime, shipbuilding contracts from commercial interests and the continued government
need for ships would provide jobs for a reduced, but still sizeable,
skilled work force. In the end, Tampa's ship builders failed to
secure the large contracts needed to retain a significant postwar
shipbuilding program. The McCloskey yard closed and the Tasco
shipyard greatly reduced p r o d u ~ t i o n . ~ ~

95. "High Scores Are Made in Contest,"Hooker's Point Log (Volume 3, No. 6) 31
March 1945; Mormino, 60.
96. "FiveYard Teams Open Drive to Put Sixth War Loan Over Top,"Hmh's Point
Log (Volume 2, No. 22) 16 November 1944, "McCloskey To Get Maritime
Honors," Tampa Daily Times, 19Januaty 1945.
97. "Tasco To Receive "EnAward July 7," 15 June 1944, and "McCloskeyTo Get
Maritime Honors" 19January 1945, Tampa Daily Times; Mormino, 54.
98. Raiion interview. p.20; Todd interview, p. 35; Graves interview, p. 20.
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At all levels, the war brought together men and women with little experience in naval construction to build ships for the war.
From George B. Howell and Matthew H. McCloskeyJr., who headed Tasco and McCloskey, to ordinary workers, they performed at a
level that won government recognition. Many workers trained
without pay in order to become eligible for employment. The management of the shipyards worked to curb the accident rate at the
yards by providing incentives and training through committees.
Employees endured transportation and housing shortages
during the war. Government officials worked together to resolve
the shortages that affected the production level at the shipyards,
in part by housing defense workers in newly developed housing
projects such as the Municipal Trailer Park and in the Maritime
Housing project. Government officials struggled with the decision
of what kind of resources to expend in order to meet the goals of
the shipyards and the nation. Ultimately, those involved decided to
house the overflow of workers in St. Petersburg where housing was
already built and available instead of using desperately conserved
war materials to build additional new homes in Tampa. Hence,
community leaders coordinated with state officials to free the
Gandy Bridge of toll charges incurred to cross the bay from St.
Petersburg to Tampa and back.
The children of shipyard workers cooperated for the welfare
of the family and assumed responsibilities beyond their years.
Although government officials set up some childcare facilities for
the children of working parents, family members and neighbors of
shipyard workers often babysat worker's children. Daughters of
shipyard workers whose mothers worked at the yard assumed
household chores and took care of younger siblings. The demands
of wartime work left little time for family members, but the children and spouses of those involved in shipyard work understood
the importance of building the ships, winning the war, and
improving the quality of living for the family.
Shipyard supervisors recognized that recreation was vital to a
safe and efficient workplace and instituted a variety of programs
for the recreation and entertainment of the workers. Competitions
and contests improved skills, and recognition programs provided
motivation for workers and provided examples for workers to follow. When employees found time between sleep and work, many
participated in the shipyard's sports teams and recreation programs.
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The shipyard experience during the war was one of both
progress and sacrifice. With all Americans sacrificing at some level
during the war, the shipyard workers enjoyed the satisfaction that
came with building ships for the war effort and the higher paychecks and improved quality of life they provided for their families. The success of the wartime shipyards was a result of the
cooperation of the workers, management and government officials. But, first and foremost credit is due to the sacrifices of individuals such as Neva Stanley Todd, Ila Graves, and Angel Raiion,
who dropped what they were doing to join the war effort and spent
long hours at work, away from their families with little expectation
of employment in the shipbuilding at the close of the war.99
99. Mormino, 63.
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